Serum digitalis measurements in the assessment of digitalis resistance and sensitivity.
Antibodies to digitalis glycosides have been elicited in experimental animals and have been utilized in the development of rapid, sensitive, specific and convenient radioimmunoassay methods for the clinical measurement of digoxin and other cardiac glycosides in man. The use of these assay methods has supplemented earlier studies with radiolabeled digitalis preparations and has made it possible to obtain much new information concerning factors which may contribute to the well known patient to patient variability in digitalis dosage requirements and in sensitivity to the toxic effects of cardiac glycosides. In some patients with a poor clinical response to digitalis, the finding of a serum concentration which is relatively low for the dose prescribed may suggest that true digitalis resistance is not present and may raise questions of poor patient compliance, tablet inadequacies, intestinal malabsorption, increased metabolic degradation or hyperthyroidism; if the cause of the low serum level cannot be identified or corrected, serial serum measurements should enable safe and rational upward adjustment of dosage. In some patients with digitalis toxicity, the finding of a serum level which is relativity high for the dose prescribed may suggest that the patient is not sensitive to digitalis but rather is excreting it slowly; in such instances in elderly patients (with decreased glomerular filtration rates) and in patients with renal disease, serial digitalis measurements are useful adjuncts to clinical observation in determining optimal digitalis dosage schedules. A knowledge of serum digitalis concentrations should enable us to develop sound principles for a more rational approach to the clinical administration of cardiac glycosides, especially in patients with unusually high dosage requirements or with unusual sensitivity to relatively small doses of digitalis.